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A half-centuryago, GunnarMyrdal called attention to a dramaticcontrast
betweenAmericanvalues andAmericanpracticeson the questionof race. Yet,
he suggested, America would live up to its creed; liberal democraticpolitics
could bring about a liberal society. The extent to which currentscholarsshare
Myrdal'soptimism depends largely upon their analysis of the forces thatpattern the politics of race.
Evaluating the state of racial relations today, the picture is mixed. In
public opinion, the trendsseem mostly positive. RobertLiebermanspeaks of
"a revolution in racial attitudes"occurringin the United States from 19401960 (1). Likewise, the achievements of the black middle class give us
encouragement.When we turn to the economic and social well-being of the
majorityof African-Americans,however, we are remindedthat "today,black
Americans remain significantly more likely than whites to be poor, to be
raisedby a single parent,to be segregatedresidentiallyand educationally,and
to die young. Although more blacks are better off than ever before, a frighteningly large numberare immiserated:ill-educated,ill-housed, and underemployed or unemployed"(Carminesand Sniderman,2). The incidence of hate
crimes and hate speech directedat African-Americans,along with the vitriol
and vitality of white supremacistgroups, also give us pause. Have AfricanAmericanswon a proportionateshareof political power? "AlthoughAfricanAmericans can vote," writes Lieberman,"the worth of their votes and their
access to real political power remainin serious question"(ix).
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Whatis the natureof currentbarriersto full racialequality,and how readily would these barriersyield to goodwill and to policy reform?Are these
illiberal vestiges, intransigentproblems, or barriersendemic to liberalism
itself? Snidermanand Carmineshave little doubt that Myrdal's optimism is
warranted,even if some policies have been counterproductiveand a greatdeal
of work remainsto be done. They are inclined to think of race as liberalism's
anomaly.RobertLiebermanarguesthatracismor racistideology does not suffice to explain racialdominationin America.He retainssome faith thatliberal
institutions might be made to work, despite the role they have played in
inscribingand reinscribingracial statuses.Michael Goldfield finds that raceclass divisions performa vital function in a system of white capitalistdomination and are inextricablybound up with the survival of liberalism. Yet,
despite the fact that many economic interestsbenefit from continuingracial
domination, and despite some evidence that systems of domination have
become increasinglyentrenched,Goldfield argues that these systems are far
from unshakable.
Survey researchersSnidermanand Carmineswork hard and cleverly to
get Americans to say what they really think about race. Most of their data
come from the 1991 Race and Politics Study and the 1994 Multiple Investigator Study-both national telephone samples conducted by Berkeley's
Survey Research Center.The key to their approachlies in embedding complex and randomizedexperimentsin their public opinion interviews in ways
that are invisible to respondents.The authorsfind a public more reconciledto
racial equality than politicians' rhetoric would suggest. Indeed, there is a
reservoirof good will on the partof many whites despite the polarizedrhetoric of political elites. The argumentis reminiscentof E. J. Dionne's argument
thatpolitical elites createfalse polarizationsratherthanstresswhatAmericans
agree upon (WhyAmericans Hate Politics, New York:Simon and Schuster,
1991). Dionne claims thatthe ideologies of liberalismand conservatismframe
issues as "a series of false choices" (11); the countrywishes to move on while
leaders continue to fight tiresome, ideological battles.
Likewise, Snidermanand Carmines argue that the blame for mistaken
public policies on race must be laid at the feet of liberalpolicymakers.These
liberalpoliticiansandpolicymakerslackedfaithin the toleranceandfair-mindedness of the Americanpublicand consequentlyturnedtoo quickly to coercive
measures.If thereis a backlashon racialpolicy, liberals are to blame for it.
In an interesting set of findings, Snidermanand Carmines demonstrate
that self-proclaimedliberals are as hostile to affirmativeaction as self-proclaimed conservatives (ch. 2). Color-blindpolicies, ratherthan color-coded
ones, comportfar better with Americans'sense of justice. On other issues as
well the authorsfind thatwhite andAfrican-Americanrespondentstend to see
the same reality and share the same values (151). The good news, therefore,
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is that the racial attitudesof the general public are not a majorbarrierto the
achievement of racial equality. If correct, these findings ought to encourage
liberal policy elites to think aboutnew and more productiveways to advance
the cause of racial equality.
Yet, no matter how clever the "excuse experiments"and other experiments the authorsembed in the survey data, the evidence may not be as conclusive as Snidermanand Carmines would have it. Keith Reeves, another
scholar examining public opinion on racial questions, also embeds social
experiments in public opinion surveys and comes to different conclusions
about the persistence of racism in America. Using a University of Michigan
1992 DetroitArea Study and the BiracialElection CampaignSurvey face-toface interview portion of that study, Reeves determinedthat a considerable
segment of white respondentsharboredanti-blacksentiments.Though some
categoriesof whites were quite empatheticto blacks, the majorityof whites in
his sample were negative in their attitudes,opinions, and characterizationsof
black Americans. "The contemporarytendency of whites to discriminate
againstblack political candidateson account of race shows how little underlying attitudeshave changeddespite the significantgains made possible by the
VotingRights Act" (93, italics in original).
The disparitybetween the optimism of Snidermanand Carminesand the
more pessimistic assessment of Reeves can be accounted for in part by differences in the survey questions and the kinds of social experimentsembedded in the surveys. Snidermanand Carminesare interestedin explaining the
impactof racialprejudiceon policy preferences.Reeves is asking specifically
about white voters' willingness to vote for black candidates.The question
addressed in VotingHopes or Fears? is whether "racial campaign appeals
embedded in printnews campaigncoverage actually shape whites' receptivity towardblack political aspirants"(33). Reeves's social experimentinvolved
the manipulationof campaignnews stories, varying factors such as the race
of the candidateand mention of affirmativeaction. Snidermanand Carmines,
of course, have characterizedaffirmative action as a lose-lose proposition
since both liberalsand conservativesstronglyoppose it; in theirview, it polarizes unnecessarily on the basis of race. But a good part of Snidermanand
Carmines'soptimism rests on the distinction between the impact of racially
charged communicationby political elites and what white respondentssay
and think in the absence of such racially charged communications.In other
words, if what is going on weren't going on, attitudeswould not be racist.Sniderman and Carmines conclude that if the majority of Americans are fairminded and believe in equal opportunityand equal treatment,Americansare
being ill-served by many political leaders. "The practiceof racializingarguments over justice for the last generationhas been a godsend for demagogues,
black and white," they conclude (154). If politicians would only talk about
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moraluniversalsratherthanmake race-specificmoral arguments,they argue,
Myrdal'svision would finally be realized.
This, it seems to me, is an overly-optimisticcounterfactual.The evidence
on racial tolerance is not as compelling as Snidermanand Carmineswould
have us believe, and the evidence for theirpropositionthatwhites and blacks
see the same basic reality is also contestable.Here, it should be pointed out
thatthe authorsput a greatdeal of emphasison a few questionsthatare,themselves, rathersuspect. For example, black and white respondentsare invited
to offer explanationsin responseto the open-endedquestionof why "theaverage black person in America is worse off than the average white person"
(132). They are also asked to choose set responses to the statementthat "In
the past, the Irish, the Italians,the Jews and many other minoritiesovercame
prejudiceand worked their way up. Blacks should do the same without any
special favors" (136). Simple cross-tabulatedresponses to these questions
bear the weight of the task of constructingan argumentabout a cross-race
meeting of minds on issues of racialjustice.
Indeed, other scholars examining racial patternsin attitudes and values
have reachedquite differentconclusions. JenniferHochschild, in Facing Up
to the AmericanDream, sees African-Americans'acceptanceof, and acceptance within,the Americandreamas rathermore fraughtand ambiguous.Relying on survey data from a variety of sources, Hochschild sees a real possibility that "theAmericandreamcan collapse in upon itself as thoroughlyas any
savings and loan bank" (258). She argues that "Blacks and whites increasingly diverge in their evaluations of whether the American dream encompasses African Americans. ... In addition,middle-class blacks are increasingly disillusionedwith the very ideology of the dreamitself, and poor blacks
may not be far behind"(86). Hochschild believes that the pessimism in evidence among middle-class African-Americansmay be the product of more
elusive forms of bias (demonstrablein psychology experiments) and the
changed political climate of the Reagan era. In any case, her comparisonsof
white and African-Americanbeliefs, and of differences within the AfricanAmericancommunity,presenta richerand more complicatedpictureof racial
attitudesin America.
ReachingBeyond Race is a strangelyapoliticalbook. The path from attitudes to racial equality is ratheruncluttered.The historical means by which
racial inequalityhas been perpetuatedappearirrelevant.The institutionsand
organizationsof state and civil society seem to have ratherlittle to do with
patterningthe politics of race, beyond prolonginga dysfunctionalsupportfor
affirmativeaction.The findings from Snidermanand Carmines'sstudy,while
very interesting,do not seem to warrantthe broadpronouncementsaboutthe
route to racial equality the authorsoffer.
Goldfield and Liebermanare far more attentiveto structuraland institu-
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tional obstacles to racial equality. Liebermanpoints out that these obstacles
arefirmly entrenchedin policies and the administrativestructuresthey spawn,
and help create and perpetuatepatterns of racial inclusion and exclusion.
Myrdal's hope is not completely ruled out, but the picture becomes much
more complex. There is something amiss with the perspective that "racism,
understoodas an ideology of racialexploitation,[is] the primemover in shaping racial domination"(Lieberman,10).
For Goldfield, the barriersto racial equality are to be found in the divisions among, anddemobilizationof, the workingclass, fosteredby regimes of
dominationthatfavor capitalistclasses. The liberaltraditionthat is the source
of Myrdal's hope could more readily be characterizedas the source of the
problemfor Goldfield. Ratherthanconsider racism an anomaly in the American polity, Liebermanand Goldfield are more inclined towardHochschild's
"symbiosis"thesis-that "racismand Americanliberal democracyare mutually constitutive [and] that the Americanpolitical order is built on a foundation of racial domination"(Lieberman,10). Goldfield would go furtherin his
insistence that this is a system of racial-class domination.Liebermanwould
agree with Goldfield-at least with regardto some of the New Deal welfare
programshe examines-that "the racial discriminationand exclusion of the
labor marketmeant that so-called race-neutralpolicies, even when they were
implementedin a nondiscriminatoryway, often only served to strengthenthe
system of racial domination as it already existed" (Goldfield, 199). And
Liebermanwould refine the "symbiosis"thesis by looking at the contingencies of policies: how they differentlyencode, and differentlyperpetuate,distinctions among the races. Institutionaldifferences in the organization of
policy matter.
Michael Goldfield's The Color of Politics reinterprets,re-evaluates,and
synthesizes evidence on race, class, and patterns of racial domination in
Americanhistory.The book has a broadhistoricalscope, locating five turning
points in Americanpolitical development.At each juncturesocial class conflict is judged to be at a high level, and questions of race are deemed central
to the outcome of the struggle. The resolution of these struggles yields new
arrangementsof social control and a reorganizedsystem of racial domination
and subordination(29). Hopes for greaterracialjustice hinge on movements
involving integratedaction on the part of the working class, from Bacon's
Rebellion to mass politics of early Reconstruction,the Knights of Laborand
the Populists, and Depression-era movements of the unemployed. At the
height of labor struggles, when class consciousness and organizationseem
predominant,Goldfield also finds a commitmentto fighting racial discrimination (31). Ratherthan treatingthe engine of social change as changing attitudes or the top-down policies of political elites, Goldfield looks to popular
insurgencies, and in particular,the collaborationof white left-wing workers
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with African-Americans.Here, Goldfield issues anothersalvo in an argument
he has been makingfor some years: that the key to Americanexceptionalism
is found in the interplayof race and class.
The book is organizedchronologically and ranges from the era of colonization to the present. While this broad-scale investigation considers economic shifts and unemploymentdata, party realignments,changing demographics,candidateappeals, and policy, Goldfield's chief love remains with
the historyof organizedworkers'struggles.Thereare many rich stories in The
Color of Politics, but they are generally filtered through the history of the
labor movement.Here, one finds more about labor-ledcivil rights work, and
about CIO and Communist Party postures on race, than about AfricanAmericanmobilizationsfor racial equality.
For Goldfield, the most significant periods of change and progress for
African-Americanshave come when mass movementscommandcenter stage
in American politics. Transformationsin government and public policy
resulted largely from pressure from mass movements, even if the policy
changes were not as extensive as one might expect from the degree of protest
(e.g., duringthe New Deal). The strengthand moral authorityof these mass
movements is attributablechiefly to their solidaristic thrust. Indeed, these
movementslost much of theirstrengthandmoralauthoritywheneverkey sections of it abandonedthe African-Americanworking class, as did the CIO in
the 1940s, in Goldfield's view.
Goldfield characterizespost-WorldWarII Americanpolitics as "a series
of escalating and increasingly successful experiments in the building of a
nationalwhite racist political coalition" (308). Racist appeals serve as cover
for pro-business,pro-wealthpolicies "designedto underminethe remnantsof
class solidarity and awareness that remained from the 1930s and 1940s"
(309). The lever for racismin this era involves the series of policies fostering
economic globalizationand domestic economic downsizing, financial mergers and junk bond trading,deregulation,and the reductionor elimination of
social benefits-policies that hurt the working classes. Goldfield argues that
political rhetoricsince the 1960s encourages whites to engage in scapegoating-a rhetoricoften focused on blacks. Class issues are submerged;race, the
"mainspringof American politics," becomes more pronounced (309-10).
While the evidence Goldfield offers about the most recent sub-era of classrace politics comes from candidateappeals ratherthan policies, the thesis is
quite provocative.
The argumentseems to require a fair amount of concerted and coordinated, self-conscious activity among fractions of the capitalist classes-or
alternately,a state (comprisedof class agents?)thatforges the system of white
supremacyin the interestof capitalor portionsthereof.The class characterof
the state, and the rathersolidaristicinterests of business (albeit divided into
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twocapitalistparties)tendto be assumed.Goldfielddoesnotoffermuchelaborationon theseissues.
Lieberman's
fine, narrowlyfocusedbookin the field of Americanpolitical developmentarguesthat"thestatusof racialgroupsin societyresultsnot
necessarilyfrom the mobilizationof racistideologybut from the normal
on the
(11). Concentrating
workingsof social and politicalarrangements"
institutional
andadministrative
for threeNew Deal socialwelarrangements
fare policies (Old Age Insurance,UnemploymentInsurance,and Aid to
DependentChildren,whichbecameAFDCin the 1960s),Liebermanargues
that"raceinhibitedthe developmentof a strong,unitary,centralizedwelfare
state in the United States, and ...

the fragmentedAmerican welfare state

helpedto reshapethe politicsof race and the place of racialminoritiesin
Americanlife" (6). Institutionsvary in theirsusceptibilityto institutional
racism. "Whereassome institutionsmay produceor perpetuateracially
unequalsocialrelations,othersmayremainraciallyneutral,or evencompensatefor racialinequality"
(12). It is also the case thatraciallyneutralinstitutions can mobilizeand perpetuateracialbias in society.The intentof the
or exclusion;
policyis an inadequate
guideto predictingracialincorporation
it is criticalto analyzeadministrative
structures
andthestructure
of financing
a policycallsintoplay.Thus,theinstitutional
structure
of socialpolicieshold
outdifferentpossibilitiesfor meaningfulchangeovertime,an argument
reiteratedin successivechapters.
Twobroadinstitutional
areasareconsidered-policydesignandadministrativestructure.
or disPolicydesignincludesissuesof benefits(egalitarian
and
or
Administrative
cretionary) financing(contributory noncontributory).
structureincludesthe level of governmentprimarilyresponsiblefor implementingthe policy(nationalor state),the opennessof the agencyto political
influence,thepolicyenvironment
(stableorunstable,unitaryordecentralized,
andso forth),and
thetypeof publiccontactthatseemsto prevailwithrespect
to a givenpolicy.In the case of welfarepolicy,Liebermanfindscentralized
administrative
farpreferableto decentralized
institutions
andparochialones.
The morediscretionleft to local levels, the more state and local officials
seemedto use federalpolicyto reinforceexistingstatus/class/race
differences,
in the Southas well as in the North.Sincewhiteelites generallydominated
theselocal powerstructures,
tendedto operateto the
policyimplementation
of African-Americans-either
disadvantage
by excludingthemor by incorterms.
poratingthemon unfavorable
Lieberman
findsthatOldAge Insurance
withtheirprocedural
institutions,
blackmiddle
egalitarianism,
promotedthegrowthof a politicallyconstructed
of a differclass,whileAidto DependentChildrenpromotedtheconstruction
ent politicalidentityfor thoseeventuallyincorporated-theurbanunderclass
the inclusivepotentialof public
(120-21).Suchparochialpolicies"mitigated
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assistance by institutionalizing multiple and decentralized structures of
power" (218). UnemploymentInsurance,designed more for the needs and
experiences of white workersin a white industrialeconomy, did not work as
well for African-Americanswho, even when incorporatedin the industrial
workforce,tendedto have a hardertime finding and keeping work thanwhite
counterparts.Because of a legacy of racism, "they were largely shut out of
labor unions, social networks, and kinship groups that fed into stable industrial and commercial employment"(213). Unemploymentinsurancedid not
devolve, like ADC, into a morass of state and local racial politics, and eventually came to serve an increasinglystable black middle class. But, as Lieberman demonstrates,it was a programwhich also helped structuredistinctions
between an African-Americanmiddle class and an urbanunderclass.
At least superficially,SnidermanandCarmines,Lieberman,andGoldfield
agree with the propositionthatbroader-based,racially nondifferentiatedpolicies and politics have the best chance of improvingthe condition of AfricanAmericans. What this means, however, differs. Sniderman and Carmines
advocate color-blind politics and policy. Rather than the universalism of
expandingthe circle of beneficiariesfor social welfare programs,Sniderman
and Carminesadvocateprogramsthatfocus "on principlescommon to blacks
and whites whether poor or not" (153). This is what they mean by reaching
beyond race: equal opportunityand equal treatmentare morallyuniversalistic
arguments that will persuade far better than morally particularisticones.
Goldfield would be skeptical that such an approachserves to advance racial
equality. The universalism to which Goldfield aspires is the working class
struggle that crosses racial lines and which acquiresbroadmoral force. Contradictoryfeatures,instability,and flux in the currentsystem of race relations
provideshim with some basis for hope.
In general,Liebermanfeels thatpolicies incorporatingAfrican-Americans
alongside other beneficiaries, and which are administeredin an egalitarian,
nonracializedmanner,have the greatestpotential to erase the stigma of race,
and to construct beneficiaries as worthy, deserving citizens. To this picture
(derivedfrom the work of ThedaSkocpol, WilliamJuliusWilson, and others)
Liebermanadds anotherdimension:the key policy decisions are those establishing its institutionalstructure.Ultimately,the institutionsof public policy
"affectthe way policies treatdifferentsocial groups,whetherdefinedby race,
class, gender, or any other characteristics-shaping not only the degree of a
policy's universalismbut also its abilityto mediatebetween global patternsof
social and economic change and the everyday lives of citizens" (225). Public
policies, Lieberman reminds us, do not execute themselves mechanically.
Race-neutralapproachesto social policy of the Skocpol-Wilsonvariety may
be less universal than they appear, and may favor dominant groups. The
breadthof the targetpopulationis only one factor in universalism;the politi-
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cal institutionsgoverningthe operationof a policy and that set the termsof its
future politics are vital in the ultimate extent of the program'suniversalism,
its effectiveness, and its popularsupport(227). This argument,amply demonstratedthroughoutthe book, makes an importantcontributionto currentsocial
policy debates.Liebermandemonstratesthe heterogeneityof racial outcomes
that are possible within the liberal state.
Goldfield, in contrast,focuses on mass pressures,electoral imperatives,
and the intentions of policymakersthat matteredin shaping the characterof
New Deal social welfare policies. Yet, although quite different in tone and
method, Liebermanand Goldfield agree on the deleteriouseffects of locallyadministeredprograms.For Goldfield, who illustrates the point with New
Deal work relief policies (CCC,FEMA, WPA),decentralizationandlocal discretion generally encouragediscriminationin federal policies.
This portraitof state and local elites as serious impedimentsto greater
racialequality in America reinforcesthe liberalDemocraticvision of the role
of the federal government,a vision that reached its zenith in the 1960s. That
is, the federalgovernment(includingthe federalcourts)are seen as the appropriate governmentalunits to which to turn for enlightened, progressive, and
egalitarian policies-for African-Americans,for women, and for working
people. Does this remain true? This enduringhope is certainly apparentin
Lieberman'swork. In the aftermathof Reagan, the federal governmentperforms a somewhat different role. A Democratic presidenthas ended AFDC.
Tougherenvironmentalstandardsoften emanatefrom state and local governments ratherthan from the federal government.The NAACP Legal Defense
and EducationFund changed its strategyin the late 1980s so as to try to keep
employment discriminationcases out of the now-conservativefederal court
system. With regard to achieving greater racial equality in the twenty-first
century,and with regardto a broaderprogressiveagenda, perhapsthe federal
governmentis not the only game in town. Because of the monumentalstakes
involved in federal policy, looking with hope towardother arenasof conflict
might seem counterintuitive.However, the model for transformativepolitical
and social movements in the near futuremay not derive from the labormovement, as Goldfield so passionately hopes, or even from the Civil Rights
movement.Perhaps,instead,the drive towardracialequalitywill be advanced
by other types of interracialpolitical and social movements, operatingsubnationally.

